Sequences in the preC region of duck hepatitis B virus affect pregenomic RNA accumulation.
The pregenomic RNA of hepadnaviruses serves as both the mRNA for the core and polymerase proteins and the RNA template for reverse transcription. We have identified a region in the duck hepatitis B virus pregenomic RNA transcription unit that is critical for the accumulation of this transcript. This 85-nt region, termed alpha, is located within the preC region; deletion of alpha results in drastically reduced steady-state levels of pregenomic RNA. This effect is not due to reduction in transcription initiation or to enhancement of premature polyadenylation at the 5' copy of the viral poly(A) signal. However, this phenotype is suppressed by deletion of a second, larger region (beta) located ca. 1 kb downstream. The activity of the alpha element is tissue- and species-nonspecific; however, it displays absolute orientation-dependence and its activity is influenced by its position within the transcript. Models for its action are discussed.